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 Figure 1.1 Protect Me, Torika Bolatagici, 2009. 
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Introduction 
In 2005, a Fijian Government report revealed that there were 816 Fiji nationals working for 
private security companies in Iraq. In 2007, there were over 2000 Fijians serving in the 
British army. Remittances from Fijian workers overseas are the nation’s largest income – 
exceeding that of tourism and sugar export. There are currently more than 20,000 
unemployed former military personnel in Fiji. 
While there has been some research into Fijian masculinity in relation to political coups, 
warrior culture and militarisation over the last decade there is an absence of critical discussion 
about the ongoing colonisation of Fijian males bodies which seeks to perpetuate the 
exploitation of Fijians by inscribing the Fijian male body as warrior, athlete, criminal and 
protector.  
This paper traces representations of the black body, which I have related to contemporary 
masculine identities in Fiji. I have linked historical representations to what I perceive as the 
ongoing commodification of the Fijian body and argue that opportunities that have arisen 
from conflict in the Middle East have had a significant impact on employment opportunities 
for Fijians. I have framed the discussion around a description and analysis of my own 
photographic and installation artworks produced between 2007 and 2009. 
My multidisciplinary research explores the complexities of gender, militarism, colonial and 
neo-colonial encounters and the position that the Fijian body now occupies within the 
globalised economy. 
 
Nuclear Tests and Primitive Bodies 
In 2006 I purchased a copy of Kirisimasi, which was published in 1999 by the Pacific 
Concerns Resource Centre. The collection of veteran testimony is a harrowing read covering 
the young Fijian soldiers’ recollections of their experiences of the British nuclear tests at 
Christmas Island between 1957-1959. Contained within the narrative are references to the 
ongoing health issues that many of the veterans and their families continue to suffer, 
including documented birth defects, multiple miscarriages, infertility, skin conditions and 
leukaemia and for which they have not been compensated. 
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One particular story that resonated with me was that of Ratu Sir Penaia Ganilau, one of Fiji’s 
first Oxford graduates, a chiefly, military and political leader who visited Malden Island in 
May 1957. British Commander Stan Brown accompanied Ratu Sir Penaia Ganilau, and recalls 
the following: “[l]ater Brown and Ratu Penaia were taken ashore to Malden Island to check the 
radio activity. They were given rubber boots to protect their feet but the Navy couldn’t find a 
pair large enough for Ratu Penaia’s feet. So he went without. “It was rather frightening as 
bushes were still smoldering,” Brown comments...[f]rom Malden they were flown back to 
Christmas Island where Ratu Penaia’s feet were found to be “very hot”.” (Tubanavau – 
Salabula et. al. 1999, 36). 
 
 
Figure 1.2 – Another Sun- Torika Bolatagici, 2007. 
 
Minimal protection for Fijian and British soldiers bodies were made available. Many of the 
personnel recall wearing their normal daily work clothes. Others were given white cloth suits 
and elbow length gloves and boots to protect them from burns. All were instructed to turn their 
backs to the blast and cover their eyes. After the explosion, they were allowed to turn around 
and view the cloud. These are the events and veteran testimony that I am referring to in the 
images titled Another Sun [Figure 1.2], My Water (Inside/Out) [Figure 1.3] and My Air 
(Outside/In) [Figure 1.4]. In the image Another Sun I am also reminded of the sense of shame 
that overcame many of the men who took part in the French nuclear tests at Moruroa Atoll 
from the mid-1960s to mid-1970s.  This sense of shame has prevented many Polynesian men 
from seeking medical attention or compensation for their illnesses that are attributed to their 
exposure to nuclear radiation. 
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Figure 1.3– My Water (Inside/Out), Torika Bolatagici, 2009.  Figure 1.4 – My Air (Outside/In), Torika Bolatagici, 2009.
 
In 2009 previously ‘top secret’ documents belonging to British Ministry of Defence (MoD) 
revealed that the aims of the Christmas Island tests were to determine the effectiveness of the 
atomic bomb as well as the effects on personnel who were within range of the blasts: 
[t]he paper stated there was a level B of radioactivity at which “a small 
temporary but observable physiological effect would be produced in a 
small fraction (less than one percent) of a population exposed to it”. And 
the paper declared that for “primitive peoples” who did not wear boots 
and clothing and did not wash, the danger level was somewhat lower—ie 
any fallout posed greater risks to the native Gilbertese... The minutes 
recorded that the Minister of Supply should be informed that the 
radiation levels recommended by the International Commission on 
Radiological Protection (ICRP) would be necessarily exceeded” but that 
“only very slight health hazard to people would arise and that only to 
primitive peoples. (Narsey 2009) 
What these documents expose is the very real way in which black bodies were devalued, and 
the justifications that are based on racist assumptions about the robust, primitive body being 
able to withstand nuclear radiation.   
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Pacific Bodies: An Australian Context 
In 2006 several Australian newspapers published articles about the presence of Pacific 
Islander youth in rugby. Daniel Lane (2006, 96) explained that “Islanders with the perfect 
body shape for these power sports are beginning to dominate.”Penrith Tigers coach Mark 
Geyer agreed: “[t]hey generally have the qualities NRL talent scouts crave - size, speed and 
strength” (Geyer in Lane 2006, 96). Apart from the references to the physicality of these 
young men, Barret (in Lane 2006, 96) goes on to justify their psychological suitability for the 
game by claiming "they also come from a tough, hard culture that has bred them for a 
physical game like rugby league.” 
 
In July 2006, the Sun Herald reported that “[t]he increasing number of children of Pacific 
Islander background playing in local competitions has seen some players weighing up to 50 
kilograms more than other kids in their own age group” (Miranda and Morris 2006, 11), 
creating an outcry from concerned parents of Anglo-Australian children who insisted that the 
Pacific Islander players be put into an older age group. These articles and their constant 
references to size, speed and strength demonstrate that ‘the body’ remains at the centre of 
much of the discussion and contemporary media representations of Pacific Islander men and 
boys in relation to sport. 
 
More recently, Australian representations have extended to the prevalence of Pacific 
Islanders and crime. The disproportionate number of young Pacific Islanders in the New 
South Wales (NSW) prison system has also caused concern for communities and law 
enforcement. In 2003 the NSW Mt Druitt police launched a program in which “[y]ouths were 
encouraged to stay in school rather than leave for security guard and bouncer jobs” (Miranda 
and Morris 2006, 11). The Daily Telegraph reported that the program was “a response to police 
intelligence reports showing crimes by Pacific Islanders are at epidemic proportions” 
(Miranda and Morris 2006, 11). 
Three years later, in September 2006, Police Commissioner Bob Atkinson held a press 
conference to address the problem of Pacific Islander gangs in the South Brisbane suburb of 
Logan. Atkinson stated that “[p]art of the difficulty … is that some of these young men are 
physically very large and that in itself is part of the problem” (Finnila 2006,5). What emerges 
from these news reports is a habitual association of the Pacific Islander body with 
intimidating size, strength and a unique physicality that has made Pacific Islander men 
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popular candidates for employment in the military and security. In Australia, male Pacific 
Islander bodies have come to represent objects to be feared, but when tamed (or civilized) for 
the rugby field, nightclub door or battlefield, can also be objects that offer protection. 
This notion of the black body as pure physicality emerges in many texts and eulogies about 
Fijian soldiers.  
"He was a legendary soldier, awesomely tough and full of 
character and Pacific Island charm” (The Independent 2009). 
“Every inch the professional infantry soldier, and a big man in all 
senses of the word” (The Independent 2009). 
"Immensely strong, his colleagues will remember with some glee 
the day he was finally beaten in an arm wrestle by their platoon 
sergeant, although he always maintained he let him win” (Ministry 
of Defence 2006). 
 
Security/Threat: Vulnerable Bodies 
 
In her article about the beating of Rodney King, Judith Butler asks: “[i]f racism pervades white 
perception, then to what extent does it interpret in advance “visual evidence” (Butler in 
Gooding-Williams 1993, 15-16). In this reading, Butler tackles the notion that the black body 
is inscribed as both threat and victim. The examples above suggest that the Fijian body is 
inscribed as both threat and protector, and this is a concept I have explored in my series 
Security/Threat [Figures 1.5-1.7] which was photographed in Nasinu, a suburb just out of 
Suva, and in a studio in Melbourne, Australia. I stayed in Nasinu for a couple of weeks in 
2006, and developed a heightened awareness for matters of security. There were bars on all the 
residential windows and fluoro security lights illuminated each house, while barking dogs 
alerted residents to passers-by. At the time, the Fiji Times and Fiji Sun ran stories about violent 
home invasions, robberies and assaults. Just prior to my visit, a good friend’s home had been 
invaded, despite them having gated security, a dog and a security guard. She described how the 
burglars were often naked so that people wouldn’t be able to grip clothing and their bodies 
would be oiled so that they could slip away from potential grasp. Dr Rod Ewins saw this 
photographic series and commented that it reminded him of the ceremonial custom of oiling 
Page 8 of 21
the Fijian warrior’s body and applying turmeric. 
 
 The works in the Security/Threat series are designed as individual diptychs. The left-hand side 
of each image is a scene from Nasinu at night. On the right hand side, a Melanesian male 
assumes a pose inspired by colonial studio photographs of Fijian warriors. 
Essentially the Security/Threat series is about the double bind of the black body – perceived 
as both threat and protector. Are black bodies to be feared or revered? Do they represent 
menace or shield? As Evans and Lee state, “some bodies are seen as more dangerous and 
threatening than other bodies” (Evans and Lee 2002, 58). 
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Figure 1.5 – Buli Vacu (to clench the fists to fight),Torika Bolatagici, 2007. From the series Security/Threat. 
 
Figure 1.6 – Vaniqa (the sound of someone treading on leaves),Torika Bolatagici, 2007. From the series 
Security/Threat. 
 
Figure 1.7 – Dau Butako (burglar), Torika Bolatagici, 2007. From the series Security/Threat. 
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Expendable Flesh: The Commodification of Fijian Bodies 
Tracing the pre-contact history of militarism in Fiji, Halapua describes the bati in Fijian 
culture as “[w]arriors [who] were set apart and called to action when their services were 
needed” (Hapapua 2003, 46). Halapua continues to make the connection between this form of 
pre-contact militarism and colonial war efforts in which Fijians fought for foreign armies in 
both World Wars. Fiji’s long martial history is well documented, and more recently Fijians 
have been sought by Private Contractors to work in various roles in the Middle East.  
 
Since 2003 an increasing number of Fijian men have been recruited by companies such as 
Armour Group (UK), Global Risk Strategies (UK), Homeland Security Ltd (UK), British 
Control Solutions (UK) and it’s agency Sabre International Security Fiji Ltd, Triple Canopy 
(US), Public Warehouse Company (Kuwait) and it’s Fijian subsidiary Meridian Security 
Services for work as soldiers, security guards, drivers, labourers, mechanics, storemen and 
computer operators (Gaglioti 2006; Keenan 2005). According to a Fijian Government report, 
as early as 2005 there were 816 Fiji nationals working for private security companies in Iraq 
(Fijian Government Online 2008). Recruitment by private contractors between April and 
September in 2006 resulted in the deaths of up to 20 Fijian men during their employments in 
the Middle East (Vatiskopoulos 2006).  In the words of Ema Tagicakibau (2006) of the 
Pacific Concerns Resource Centre, this form of poaching in the Pacific is “blackbirding all 
over again.” 
 
Australian journalist and activist Nic MacLellan claims that the Fijian men who have been 
recruited to the Middle East are often paid less than they are promised for the high-risk work 
that they are recruited for (MacLellan 2006) and employment with such Private Contractors is 
problematic due to the secrecy surrounding the contracts and the lack of accountability to 
authorities in Fiji, Britain, Kuwait or the United States. There are many documented disputes 
regarding unfulfilled and misleading employment contracts and pay. A Human Rights Council 
Working Group visited Fiji in 2007 to investigate growing concerns about the presence of 
military recruiters in the Pacific and South America. Their report stated that “[i]t appears to be 
this mixture of supply and incentives, coupled with a limited to non-existent legal framework, 
[which] has created a breeding ground for the recruitment of Fijians to work for Private 
Security Military Companies” (Human Rights Council 2008, 17). 
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Fijian Home Affairs Minister Josefa Vosanibola recently stated “manning checkpoints as Fiji 
did in Lebanon for 24 years was like going backward on a wave meant to take you forward” 
(BBC 2006). That wave is continuing to cost lives, and the tragedy is still unfolding for many 
Fijian families. The social impact of 20 men dying in such a small community is significant. In 
2006 there were forty seven Fijian private security guards ‘stranded’ in Kuwait, unable to 
return to Fiji due to dubious contracts, and over 2000 Fijian soldiers serving in British, 
Australian and New Zealand armies, as well as members of United Nations peacekeeping 
efforts around the globe (Judd 2006, 26). The Working Group reported that “[a]t the time of 
the visit, 21 Fijians had reportedly been killed while working for PSMCs in Iraq, with several 
others injured” (Human Rights Council 2008, 14). 
 
Figure 1.8 – Red, White and Blue, Torika Bolatagici, 2007, from the series Expendable Flesh  
 
Pre-colonial, colonial history and contemporary politics of race and representation have lead to 
a devaluing of the black body. This history, combined with the economic vulnerability of the 
Pacific region, has lead to a contemporary problem in which Fijian bodies have become 
increasingly commodified. In fact, security work now brings in more money than tourism, 
sugar or clothing production.   As journalist Frank Gaglioti (2006) has observed “eager to 
exploit a lucrative export commodity  - desperate former soldiers who see no way out except to 
put their own lives on the line in Iraq.” Former  Fijian Prime Minister Laisenia Qarase 
explained in a 2006 interview that “remittances from residents of Fiji, or citizens of Fiji who 
have gone abroad, has become the second-largest foreign exchange earner for the country.” 
(Qarase quoted in Vatiskopoulos 2006). 
 
The series Expendable Flesh [Figure 1.8] depicts a Fijian body with a target superimposed 
onto the chest.  The colours red, white and blue refer to the flags of the colonies and the 
countries that continue to recruit Fijian labour: Australia, Britain and the US. 
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In this series, the Fijian body is depicted as bare and vulnerable, unidentifiable and reduced to 
the corporeal, as it has been for so many centuries. As Dyer explains, “[b]lack people can be 
reduced (in white culture) to their bodies and thus to race, but white people are something else 
that is realised in and yet is not reducible to the corporeal/or racial” (Dyer 1997, 14-15). 
 
Spirit of Enterprise: Black Corporeality/White Spirit 
More recently, my research has broadened to investigating representations of ‘whiteness’ and 
the ways in which the white body has been privileged in relation to the black body. This strand 
of my research has been informed by the writing of Richard Dyer (1997).  
Dyer’s extensive work about ‘whiteness’ has been particularly useful in terms of providing an 
understanding of the cultural and historical basis to the positioning of the white body as more 
than corporeal. This notion sets up a distinction between blackness: considered corporeal and 
‘of the flesh’ and whiteness: which has a spiritual element that is beyond the body.  
 
Mori academic Brendan Hokowhitu has written extensively about Mori masculinity and has 
noted that the male Mori body has often been reduced to “the physical as opposed to the 
intellectual” and “ruled by passion as opposed to reason.” (Hokowhitu 2004, 260-266). 
 
Whiteness is also central to the project of colonial enterprise. As Fusco is explains that 
“[w]hereas systems of racial classification from the eighteenth century onward reduced 
people of colour to the corporeal, whiteness was understood as a spirit that manifests itself in 
a dynamic relation to the physical world. Whiteness, then, does not need to be made visible to 
present an image; it can be expressed as the spirit of enterprise, as the power to organise the 
material world, and as an expansive relation to the environment” (Fusco 2003, 34). 
However, as Susan Bordo has noted, this “spirit of enterprise” has been used as justification 
for the inhuman treatment of the “primitive savage” and explains that “[b]y the end of the 
nineteenth century, Europeans began rethinking their attitudes toward the primitive “savage,” 
not out of any sense of morality or political correctness, but because the primitive savage was 
beginning to be seen as having/ something the European gentleman lacked and needed” (Bordo 
2002, 248-9). 
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This lack was perceived as brute strength and an innate bodily intuition - ideal for manual 
labour and warfare. 
The title of the series Export Quality [Figure 1.9] was taken from the text that appears on 
cans of Fiji Bitter beer but refers to the much more serious issue of bodies as a commodity to 
be exported. Rather than focusing on the skin, and the surface of the body, I refer also to the 
absence of the body. By removing the body from half the image and leaving a white space, I 
intend to raise questions about notions of absence and presence, visibility and invisibility, 
both literally in relation to modern warfare, and figuratively in relation to spirit and 
corporeality. In the white areas, traditional masi patterns have been sampled and stamped into 
the illuminated backlit film, as a reminder of Fijian spirituality, and that which is beyond the 
body. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1.9 -  Export Quality, Torika Bolatagici, 2009– installation view. 
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Sotia Central: Picturing Ourselves 
Until it was taken offline in April 2009,
i
 Sotia Central (translation: soldier central)was a social 
networking website that was hosted by the Fiji Times and had a membership of almost 20,000 
Fijian army personnel stationed in various parts of the world including Fijians working for 
Private Security companies in the Middle East. The site -  which operated as a combination of 
blog, chat and forum - allowed users to manage their own photo galleries. Some of the images 
that appeared on the website have been included in my installation Sotia Central [Figures 1.10 
and 1.11] and exist to create a sense of balance with my other work, in which the identities of 
my subjects have been obscured.  
In my installation Sotia Central we see male and female personnel at work and in moments of 
leisure. We see lovos and kava drinking in the dessert; posing with colleagues; posing with 
machinery and weapons and dressing up in military regalia. 
These images are crucial in forming an understanding of how Fijian military personnel picture 
themselves and how Fijian representations of militarism differ to non-Fijian representations of 
Fijian militarism. In this sense, we can also look at the Fijian soldier as an active agent in the 
maintenance of images of Fijian masculinity and militarism. 
It is not accurate or useful to merely view Fijian men as helpless victims in the global 
economy. As Teaiwa has noted, there is a need to acknowledge that militarism is “co-
constructed; and in the Pacific, an active participant in such co-constructions is the Native” 
(Teaiwa 2001, 86). 
Conclusion 
The recruitment of Fijians by Private Contractors is a complex issue, and is related to the long 
martial history of Fiji, and the current economic situation in the struggling island nation as 
Teaiwa (2008, 319) explains, “the globalizing and gendered forces of militarism in 
Pacific/Oceania are not only external impositions, but also emerge from within the region as 
expressions of social, cultural, political and economic agency.” Recent UN sanctions that have 
prohibited any further peacekeeping contracts being granted to Fiji means that there could be 
more  
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Figure 1.10 - Sotia Central, Torika 
Bolatagici, 2009. 
Installation view. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1.11 - Sotia Central, Torika Bolatagici, 2009. Installation detail. 
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unemployed soldiers which would make them more vulnerable to exploitation by Private 
Contractors.  
 
For many families living in Fiji, the opportunity to work overseas provides a means for feeding 
their families, but it comes at a high cost. The conditions of such recruitment are highly 
problematic and we are only beginning to see the effects of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder and 
other repercussions of service in a warzone, such as domestic violence, substance abuse, 
depression and sexually transmitted diseases. The 2008 Report of the Working Group of the 
Use of Mercenaries as a Means of Violating Human Rights Impeding the Exercise of the Right 
of Peoples to Self-Determination noted that “NGO representatives informed the Working 
Group that no counselling is available and that there are no debriefings with trained 
psychologists.”
1
 This issue needs to be addressed immediately.  
 
 
 
Figure 1.12: Black Gold (Piper 
Methysticum), Torika Bolatagici, 2009. 
 

1 Report of the Working Group of the Use of Mercenaries as a Means of Violating Human Rights Impeding the Exercise of 
the Right of Peoples to Self-Determination – 8 Jan 2008, p.15. 
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 Figure 1.13 – Winds of Change, Torika Bolatagici, 2009. Installation view. 
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Illustrations 
Figure 1.1 – Protect Me, Torika Bolatagici, 2009, digital chromogenic print on Flex, 50.8 x 
40.6 cm. 
 
Figure 1.2 – Another Sun,Torika Bolatagici, 2007, digital print on 100% cotton rag. 
Dimensions variable. 
 
Figure 1.3 – My Air (Outside/In), Torika Bolatagici, 2009, digital print on 100% cotton rag, 
60 x 60 cm. 
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Figure 1.4 – My Water (Inside/Out), Torika Bolatagici, 2009, digital print on 100% cotton 
rag, 60 x 60 cm. 
 
Figure 1.5 – Buli Vacu (to clench the fists to fight),Torika Bolatagici, 2007, from the series 
Security/Threat, digital print on 100% cotton rag, Dimensions variable. 
 
Figure 1.6 – Vaniqa (the sound of someone treading on leaves),Torika Bolatagici, 2007, from 
the series Security/Threat, digital print on 100% cotton rag, Dimensions variable. 
 
Figure 1.7 – Dau Butako (burglar), Torika Bolatagici, 2007, from the series Security/Threat, 
digital print on 100% cotton rag, Dimensions variable. 
 
Figure 1.8 – Red, White and Blue, Torika Bolatagici, 2007, from the series Expendable Flesh, 
digital print on 100% cotton rag, 55.8 x 55.8 cm. 
 
Figure 1.9 -  Export Quality#1, Export Quality#2, Export Quality#3, Export Quality#4 , 
Torika Bolatagici, 2009 – Illuminated chromogenic print on Duratran, approx, 42 x 54 cm. 
 
Figure 1.10 - Sotia Central, Torika Bolatagici, 2009. Found images. Dimensions variable. 
 
Figure 1.11 - Sotia Central, Torika Bolatagici, 2009. Found images. Dimensions variable. 
Figure 1.12 – Black Gold (Piper Methysticum), Torika Bolatagici, 2009. Digital chromogenic 
print on Flex, 76 x 50 cm. 
 
Figure 1.13 – Winds of Change, Torika Bolatagici, 2009. Fijian flags and Fijian mat, 
dimensions variable. 
 

i
 In 2008, the Sotia Central moderators sent the following message to all users: 
“A message to all members of Sotia Central. The new Fiji Interim Government has issued regulations 
requiring publishers to first submit all content to Government officials for clearance before publishing 
it. Because you, not we, generate this content, we are unable to comply. Accordingly, 
sotiacentral.com has been taken down until further notice.” <http://www.sotiacentral.com>
